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The deplorable conditions in El Salvador's overcrowded prisons have become one of the country's
central human rights problems. In mid-August, the United Nations Observer Mission (ONUSAL)
released a human rights report that warned of an explosive situation developing in El Salvador's
prisons due to inhuman conditions. Then, in late August, two bloody prison riots broke out, leaving
16 dead and at least 30 wounded. Salvadoran prisons have been the scenes of increasing violence
over the past nine months as frustrated prisoners have reacted to overcrowded quarters, inadequate
diets, poor sanitation conditions, physical abuse, and an unresponsive judicial system.
The latest ONUSAL report on human rights, released on Aug. 19, warned of the "critical" conditions
in the country's prisons, claiming that they "represent a latent danger to the lives of thousands of
prisoners." ONUSAL members, who have had to mediate prison conflicts on several occasions,
repeated their call for the government to take immediate measures to resolve the volatile situation.
On Aug 22, just days after the UN report was released, a violent uprising at La Union prison, 183 km.
south of San Salvador, left three prisoners dead and seven others injured.
Three days earlier, at another riot at the Mariona Prison outside the capital of San Salvador, 13
people were killed and at least 23 more wounded. Most of the dead and wounded in the uprisings
were prisoners who in many cases attacked each other. Violence in the prisons first began to escalate
in November 1993, when a riot at the San Francisco Gotera prison in the eastern department of
Morazan left 27 dead and 30 others wounded. Since then there have been at least 13 other prison
disturbances in which press reports claim as many as 100 prisoners have died and dozens more have
been wounded. According to Rudolfo Garay Pineda, the director of the Salvadoran prison system,
the country's 6,000 prisoners are packed into spaces designed for half that number. "
This is the most overcrowded prison situation we've ever experienced in the country's history,"
stated Pineda. Prison officials also admit that in addition to overcrowding, the prisoners do not
receive an adequate diet: the national budget only includes US$0.57 cents for each prisoner to cover
daily food costs. Catholic Church officials claim that 75% of the prison population has not even been
convicted of a crime and are simply waiting in jail for their cases to be heard in court. The Church
says that many of the prisoners awaiting trial have simply been "abandoned" by the legal system.
As a result, Archbishop Arturo Rivera y Damas has urged the Salvadoran congress to speed up
approval of penal reforms now under study. Among other things, those reforms would separate
those prisoners already convicted of crimes from those who have not yet been tried.
In response to the situation, President Armando Calderon announced that 500 new prison guards
will be appointed and five former prisons which had been appropriated for military use during the
war will be renovated to absorb the excess prison population. Nevertheless, ONUSAL chief Diego
Garcia Sayan called the government's response "insufficient" and said that the judicial system
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should develop an emergency plan to address the needs of the 80% of the prison population still
awaiting trial. According to Norma Guevara, a congressional deputy for the Frente Farabundo Marti
para la Liberacion Nacional (FMLN), a comprehensive plan calling for legal and penal reforms to
resolve the prison problem has already been presented to Congress. Guevara claims, however, that
the bill has not budged in the legislature because most congress members believe that the simple
allocation of more guards will resolve the problems.
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